Introduction
Before puberty, the hypothalamic-pituitary axis is extremely sensitive to inhibition by gonadal steroids, resulting in low tonic LH and FSH secretion. As puberty proceeds, there is a decrease in responsiveness to the inhibitory actions of steroids, resulting in increased gonadotrophin secretion, which is suf¬ ficient to initiate reproductive activity. This change in respon¬ siveness, known as the 'gonadostat', is particulary apparent in male rats (Ramirez, 1973) and male sheep (Olster and Foster, 19S6, 1988) . In rams, oestradiol can provide potent negative feedback signals to the hypothalamic-pituitary axis under physiological conditions (Schanbacher, 1979; Schanbacher et al, 1984 Schanbacher et al, , 1987 Sanford, 1985 Sanford, , 1987a Monet-Kuntz et al, 1988) .
Furthermore, oestradiol can inhibit testicular androgen produc¬ tion by affecting the metabolism of interstitial cells of rats (Hsueh et al, 1978; Brinkmann et al, 1980; Kalla et al, 1980;  Moger, 1980; van der Molen et al, 1981;  Aquilano and Dufau, 1983; Ronco et al, 1988) , and men (Daehlin et al, 1985) .
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Oestrogen receptors have been identified in the hypothalamus (Pelletier and Caraty, 1981; Pelletier, 1982) and pituitary (Thieulant and Pelletier, 1979, 1985) (Brinkmann et al, 1972; Van Beurden-Lamers et al, 1974; Mulder et al, 1974; de Boer et al, 1976; Tsai-Morris et al, 1985) .
Considering these lines of evidence, oestradiol could be regarded as a potent steroid that can restrain the maturational process associated with puberty in males. Land et al (1981) found that the rate of growth of the testes increased in Merino lambs that had been passively immunized against oestrogens with passive immunization, active immunization eliminates all concerns about determining the amount of exogenous antibodies required to neutralize the hormone efficiently, and about the possibility that the recipient will mount an effec¬ tive antibody-mediated clearance of exogenous antibodies (Nieschlag and Wickings, 1978) . Since (Klindt et al, 1985) . The Antibody titre and specificity
The titre was determined by incubating 100 µ of various dilutions of plasma (from 1:10 to 1:20 000) with 100 µ of (2,4,6,7,16,17-3H[N] (Johnson et al, 1981) . Testicular volume was again calculated using precise measurements on the removed testis. After fixation, the epididymis was separated from the testis and both organs weighed separately. Daily sperm production was estimated using homogenizationhaemocytometric techniques (Amann, 1970 (Steel and Torrie, 1980 (Fig. 2) .
Concentrations of hormones
Testosterone concentration in plasma increased significantly with age in all lambs (P < 0.01) (Fig. 3a) (Fig. 3b) Fig. 2c ). The maximum daily sperm production value (4.9 10 spermatozoa g~1 testis) was found in a control lamb that had not undergone biopsy. (Schanbacher, 1979; Sanford, 1987b; Schanbacher et al, 1987; Monet-Kuntz et al, 1988) .
Similarly, in adult rams, immunoneutralization of circulating oestradiol had led to an increase in plasma LH concentrations (Schanbacher, 1979 (Schanbacher, , 1984 Sanford, 1985 Sanford, , 1987b Schanbacher et al, 1987; Monet-Kuntz et al, 1988 
